Interaction between carbon monoxide and ethanol in fire fatalities.
Impairment due to ethanol is clearly a risk factor in deaths due to fire. However, it is less clear whether there is a physiological interaction between ethanol and carbon monoxide (CO) that would alter the carboxyhemoglobin saturation level (COHb sat.) that accounts for death. In an attempt to explore this issue further, 196 fire fatalities investigated by the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner, State of Maryland over a 3-year period were examined. COHb sat. and blood ethanol concentrations (BAC) were tabulated. Twelve cases positive for therapeutic or abused drugs other than lidocaine or atropine were excluded; 184 cases were included. The data indicate that ethanol does not affect the COHb sat. that accounts for death, since the percentage of cases positive for ethanol at a given COHb range shows no trends. Therefore, we conclude that although ethanol remains a risk factor in fire fatalities, the risk appears to be related to the impairment that it produces as opposed to a direct interaction with CO.